A new wave of high-stakes reform has begun. The rhetoric has been escalating for some time. At a meeting with the nation's governors on educational standards in March of 1996, President Clinton declared his position to be "No more social promotions" (Cannon, 1996) . Such talk marks the start of a new round of acceptability for grade retention policies. From Chicago, the nation's third largest school system, where in 1990 retention was regarded as a "last resort" (Olson, 1990) , we hear that "Under the current administration ... the previously condoned policy that academically challenged students should be promoted out of concern for their self-esteem quickly lost favor" (Poe, 1997) . Across the country, there is a renewed interest in retention as a major tool in the effort to raise academic standards: "The get-tough stance of holding students back if they cannot show they can do grade-level work has become part of the ongoing movement for tougher academic standards for students nationwide" (Lawton, 1997) .
The state of Florida has joined the rest of the nation in a renewed effort to improve the quality of education by means of a policy of high stakes testing. Over the past few years the state legislature has provided for the retention of under-performing students at selected grades and introduced a tough new test, the Florida ComOrehensive Achievement Test (FCAT), to measure the progress of both students and schools. The first serious consequences of that new test will be felt at the end of this school year. Its impact has been described recently in the local press: There was an earlier effort to do the same thing. In the 1980s, high retention rates were a national phenomenon of a magnitude that prompted scholars such as Shepard and Smith (1989) to warn of the effects of retention on students. Partly as a result of such reactions, and partly because no tangible positive results from retention were forthcoming, retention as a policy fell out of favor at the end of the 1980s (Olson, 1990) .
Florida was at the forefront of that earlier wave of reform also. High stakes testing was strongly applied, and the retention rate was very high throughout most of the 80s. When the reform was ended by the state in 1990, the elementary and middle grade retention rates dropped to near zero. There are lessons to be learned from this experience that may help in understanding the effects of the current policy trend. The purpose of this paper is to use the past experience of the Miami-Dade County School District Florida's largest and the fourth largest in the nation to shed some light on the evaluation and assessment of the reforms being tried today in Florida, and in the nation.
Back-to-Basics Reform in 1980s Florida
The cornerstone of Florida's educational policy from 1978 through 1990 was a strong Back-toBasics reform, with gatekeeper tests at the third, fifth, eighth, and tenth grades, and a test for graduation that came into use in 1982, having been defended successfully in the courts. The reform relied heavily on retention to raise standards. A state commission in 1990 found that "In elementary and middle schools [in Florida] most remediation takes the form of repeating a grade" (Governor's Commission on the Reform of Education, 1990, p. 49 ). The retention rates peaked in the Miami-Dade district (until 1998 simply Dade) in the early to mid-1980s (see Morris & Hanson, 1993) . The highest rates occurred at the beginning of the educational levels, at 1st, 7th, and 10th grades in the Dade case (Morris, 1991) . This reflects a more general pattern, widely occurring and variously reported (see Gottfredson 1988; Karweit 1992; Morris 1993) . In addition, the gate tests triggered smaller increases (Morris and Hanson reported small peaks at 3rd and 5th grades).
The objectives of the reform were not met, in either the district or the state. Throughout Florida, the fact seems to be that the high retention policies of the 1980s resulted in little or no demonstrable remediation of at-risk students. The opinion expressed in the report of the Governor's Commission on Educational Reform (1990) , and comments by Florida Commissioner of Education Betty Castor (Firing Line, 1992) , support this conclusion. For the district, the study of retention in DCPS elementary grades over this period undertaken by Morris and Hanson (1993) , and remarks by former DCPS superintendent Joseph Fernandez (Olson, 1990 ) reflect a lack of success. In 1990, the legislature acknowledged the reform's failure and ended the basic skills testing. In place of the reform, the state began actively to foster increases in promotion and graduation rates (Natale, 1991) . The Dade district, which had begun in 1987 to drastically reduce its retention rates at the elementary and middle levels, readily complied. In three years time, from 1987 to 1990, the district moved from a policy that subjected at-risk students to mandatory multiple retentions to one that made every effort to avoid any retention at all.
Where did the reform go wrong? If retention is assumed to be a necessary component of remediation, it is necessary that the retentions bear a strong relationship to student academic performance. While this is always assumed, there is indirect evidence from earlier studies that the assumption did not hold in the Dade district. Since the results of the Stanford Achievement Test then in use showed a clear linear relationship with SES, logic dictated that the retention rate should also bear a linear relationship to SES. However, Morris and Hanson (1993) reported that retentions for the elementary grades (1 through 6) throughout the 1980s were not linearly related to SES (as measured by the percent eligible for Free and Reduced-price Lunch, or FRL). Instead, smoothing techniques revealed that the relationship was curvilinear in virtually every case. The percent retained was positive and linear to about 40 percent FRL, and then leveled out such that there was no relationship between retention and FRL among the poorer schools, who were in the greatest need of remediation.
This curvilinear relationship leads to the conjecture that the reform's program was at best effectively implemented only up to about 40 percent FRL that is, in the more affluent schools. The loss of a positive relationship beyond that point suggests that high-stakes testing and retention are most closely related where the problems they are intended to resolve pose the least resistance.
Retention and Test Results
The analysis will focus on the relationship between high-stakes testing and retention, controlling physically for SES. This is an aggregate study; the unit of analysis is the school. The concentration is on the relationship between two variables: the percentage of students falling below the 50th percentile on the Stanford Achievement Test (Stanford); and the percent retained by grade (RET). The grades 3, 5, and 8, which were the grades at which a gatekeeper test (known as the SSAT) was given in October (the Stanford was administered in April), and grades 1 and 7, the first years of the elementary and junior high levels, were chosen for scrutiny. The scope of the analysis was the 5 school-years 1986-87 through 1990-91, during which the reform went from strong enforcement to termination.
A Predominantly Nonlinear Pattern
As a preliminary check to ensure that the curvilinear relationship found with respect to FRL transferred to the test results, RET medians across three non-overlapping sub-ranges on the Stanford range were compared by grade by year. The results are shown in Table 1 . The table covers the grades 1, 3, 5, 7, and 8. The number of schools varies by grade (schools vary in configuration), and by level (there are many more elementary schools than middle). The numbers in the sub-groupings are also subject to vary from year to year as the percent of students scoring below the 50th percentile varies.
The expected relationship is one in which the larger percent retained occurred in the center of the range. With the exception of seventh grade, the data show the expected pattern. However, all of the years for seventh grade show monotonically increasing medians across the Stanford range, implying linearity. The seventh will be discussed separately below.
For the rest, most of the triplets of medians were of the expected middle-largest pattern. Of the data for the grades 1, 3, 5, and 8 listed in Table 1 , fifteen (or 75 percent) of the 20 grade-years have the largest median in the center of the range. Another three (or 15 percent) show a milder curvilinear condition in which the difference between the first and second medians is larger than that between the second and third. Only two (grade 1 in 1989 and grade 8 in 1990) suggest the positive linearity that would imply a successful reform by retention policy, and these occur near the end of the period. These results indicate that the expected curvilinear pattern is prevalent, and justify further analysis. The next step was to determine whether the pattern was meaningful. Since the smoothing techniques used for the earlier work involving FRL do not lend themselves to significance testing, another approach was used here. The schools were split into two groups, those above and those below 40 percent FRL (where in the earlier studies the deviation from linearity was reported to begin). A comparison was then done of the slopes for the two groups, where the slopes represent the change in the percent retained, for each percent change in students below the 50th percentile of 3 J the Stanford. It was expected that the slopes from linear regression for the groups of schools with less than 40 percent FRL would be positive, and those of the over 40 percent FRL schools would be significantly less positive or even negative. OLS regressions were performed separately on the groups, by grade by year, the slopes compared for the expected pattern, and their differences tested for statistical significance. Let the groups be designated "40" for the group of schools with an FRL percentage equal to or less than 40, and ">40" for that group of schools with an FRL membership greater than 40 percent. Table 2 displays the slopes of the two groups for each year, for the grades 1, 3, 5, and 8. The rightmost columns of the table show the differences between the and >40 slopes and the p value, representing whether the difference is statistically significant. Table 2 shows that the slopes reflect the pattern revealed by the medians in Table 1 . Three-fourths of the >40 slopes are negative, and 80 percent of the .540 slopes are positive. The differences column (diff), obtained by subtracting the >40 slopes from the 40 slopes, shows that in approximately 90 percent of the cases, the 540 slope is larger than the >40 slope. All but two of the 20 slope differences show p levels well below the traditional 0.05 threshold. All but two of the 18 significant differences are positive. The prevalence of a curvilinear pattern is confirmed.
Retention as a Condition for Remediation
A positive relationship between retention and test scores is assumed to be an aggregate indicator of potential remediation, a prerequisite for the success of high stakes reform. Given that assumption, the question becomes one of the extent to which the high-stakes testing has created a condition conducive to successful reform. The final step, then, is to determine which, if any, of the positive relationships identified between retention and the percent of students testing below the 50th percentile are genuine that is, which differ significantly from zero.
For all grades except seventh, the significance levels for the 540 slopes are shown in the fifth column from the right in There appear to be a number of reasons for this result. First, all instances of a significant positive slope were at the elementary level. There are many more schools at the elementary than at the middle level, and the larger Ns contribute to the likelihood that a slope will be significant. Second, the significant slopes occurred in the earlier years of the period under analysis partly because the commitment to the reform was stronger then. In addition, the number of 5_40 schools decreased over time, in part because the build-up of retained students increased the FRL percentages.
Also, the significant slopes were concentrated at two grades. That larger numbers of students were retained in the first grade is due in some degree to a widespread pattern-the retention rate tends to be highest in the first year of a level, and to decrease exponentially through the higher grades of the level (Morris, 1993) . The greater overall variance afforded by the higher rate no doubt contributed to the liklihood of a significant outcome. Finally, significant slopes occurred at fifth grade. Most of the emphasis on SSAT results at the elementary level was focused on the fifth grade (as opposed to third, where the test was widely considered to be too easy). There was greater diligence at that grade in ensuring that low scoring students were retained.
For these reasons, it is not clear whether the retention effort in the more affluent schools was generally conducive to successful reform or not. It can be said with confidence only that the six significantly positive slopes indicate that the reform did show some promise with respect to the more affluent schools. It is possible that other of the positive slopes represent meaningful increases, but research must be extended to the student level to make this determination.
For the seventh grade, however, the reform's performance record appears to improve considerably. For that grade, a positive relationship between retention and the percent of students scoring below the 50th percentile was the dominant pattern for both sets of groups, the 5.40 and the >40. Table 3 shows the results for seventh grade. Table 3 has the same format as Table 2 , and in addition displays the slopes for the seventh grade across the full FRL range, along with their p values, in two columns appended on the right. The relationship was uniformly positive across the full range of schools, in every year, and there was only one confirmed instance of downward curvature (1988, where the positive result of the difference in slopes was significant). While the 40 schools all showed positive slopes of retention on test results, the >40 schools did also, sometimes having slopes that were more positive. When the two groups were merged, all five slopes were positive across all schools combined, and four of the five (excepting only 1989) differed significantly from zero.
Discussion
While remediation may not follow from retention in any event, it cannot follow from it if students who test poorly are not retained. Leaving aside the controversial question of whether retention is either an effective or a desirable way to remediate students and raise educational standards, this study points to the conclusion that high-stakes approaches to improving student performance have a low probability of successful implementation. Although the retain-until-remediated strategy may be feasible in the better performing schools, cost and space make it expensive even there, and the other reasons reported here imply that the difficulties overall for implementation are formidable. This discussion will consider first how the findings might be accounted for. Then the question of what can be expected of the current reforms is raised. Finally, a possible alternative is offered.
Basic Skills Reform Reconsidered
Four problems of high stakes. Why did it happen that what positive relationship was found between test results and retention tended to occur only in the more affluent schools? The most obvious reasons are cost and classroom space. Simulations based on conditions mimicking those of the Dade district in the 1980s produced estimates indicating that the increase in the overall number of students enrolled in the district due to retention would exceed 8 percent , and this would be much higher in low-performing schools. But even where such increases can be managed, as they were to some extent in 1980s Florida with the help of state aid, there are other reasons to be considered. For this study, several are suggested by local experience and/or broader research.
First, considerable pressures were brought to bear on principals. The reason for administering the SSAT early in the school year was to give the information to the teachers, who were then to act upon the results of the gate-tests to provide remediation where needed. Interestingly enough, the main pressure on principals was publication of the SSAT scores in the fall, before there had been any opportunity to act on this information. Principals thus faced strong incentives to manipulate the testing outcomes, rather than provide accurate results.' To the extent that such activities occurred, they in turn had the effect of distorting and concealing information from the instructional staff who were to use it in assisting students.
Second, in schools where performance is low (i.e., the high FRL schools), the numbers of students failing to meet the SSAT cutpoint were large, implying that teachers would be expected to retain in large numbers. Over the period 1982-1990, the percent failing to score at or above the cutpoint of the SSAT averaged 15 to 25 percent in those schools where FRL exceeded 70 percent. However, administrators and teachers alike openly acknowledge that teachers who fail too many students risk having their own competence challenged. Presumably, then, there is a reluctance to retain the large numbers that may be called for, although the research to support that supposition in Miami-Dade does not exist.
Third, teachers often give grades relative to the range of capabilities they find in their classrooms. In high poverty schools, it is not unusual to find a large discrepancy between letter grades and test scores, and district-sponsored research has found this to be the case in the district considered here (Froman, 1992) . This systematic grade inflation pattern raises questions and invites challenges that tend to counteract the test results.
Finally, while parents in affluent schools tend to be supportive of their children's school activities in proactive ways, parents from a poverty environment who actively try to support their children tend to do so in reactive ways. Anecdotal evidence gleaned from the experiences of a district-sponsored ombudsman program suggests that these parents tend to oppose negative outcomes such as suspension and retention, in lieu of assisting their children in the achievement of positive outcomes.
The exception and its probable causes. Given these obstacles, why was seventh grade so different? Seventh grades are "special" in a number of ways. It is the grade in which departmentalized instruction begins in earnest, even where the sixth is a middle grade_ (McPartland, Coldieron, & Braddock, 1987) , and it is a grade where peer relationships become dominant and behavioral problems accelerate (Urdan & Maehr, 1995) . It is a different and unfamiliar environment also for parents, who are less likely to be acquainted with their children's teachers and the expectations of secondary education. Thus seventh grades are marked by abrupt changes in the roles and relationships of teachers and students, a lack of familiarity among teachers, students and parents, and partly as a consequence of these things misbehavior well in excess of elementary school averages.
As a consequence of these differences, the obstacles to retention listed above appear to be altered at seventh grade. Increases in misbehavior add to the disposition of teachers to retain students, skewing the grading curve. The increased disposition to retain reinforces a feeling of mutual support among teachers, helping to override fears of appearing incompetent. At the same time, a lack of familiarity with school, procedures, and teachers, decreases parent/student ability to oppose stronger retention practices. It is possible that only when these factors are all present and interacting that an environment is created that is depersonalized and unstructured enough to make feasible the kind of mass retention that high-poverty schools seem to require if the retention rate is to reflect the test results.
In Florida in the 1980s, these conditions gave middle-level principals considerable leeway for action. There were rumors throughout the reform period to the effect that principals responded to the SSAT at eighth grade (to which particularly strong pressures were applied) by retaining heavily in seventh grade, and promoting "around the test" at mid-year.
Recent Reform Efforts
In January, 2000, on the eve of the first "for the record" administration of the FCAT to the state's fourth graders, the Florida Department of Education anticipated that up to 15 percent would be held back (Miami Herald, Jan. 11, 2000) . Once again retention is to be the key to remediation. There is a new wrinkle, however. The school as an entity is held responsible if the attending student 8 10 membership as a whole fails to meet expected standards. In Florida under the current reform, schools are graded A through F, depending on how their students perform on the FCAT. Schools are "at risk" if a percentage of their students score below a cutoff on the FCAT. Presumably, this threat will force the schools to shape up and fulfill their responsibility.
It is the lowest performing schools that are most threatened. Schools graded F two years out of four find their students eligible for vouchers to attend another school of their choice public or private. Vouchers have been criticized as a vehicle for "creaming," that is, enticing high performing students to other schools, and leaving the low performers in the failing schools, with substandard instructional faculties (see for example Moe & Shotts, 1995) . Although a Florida circuit court recently ruled that publicly funded vouchers to attend private schools violated the state's constitution, the inclusion of the private school option continues pending appeal. With or without private school participation, however, the creaming problem is expected to perSist as students of the more concerned parents seek to attend the better performing public schools (see .
Two other options are available to provide a choice of school for students who wish to leave the school they attend. One is the magnet program/school, which has been widely adopted in MiamiDade. In this type of school, too, critics have expressed concerns about creaming (Pallas, Natriello, & McDill, 1995) . The other, the charter school (a private effort with public assistance), a new alternative in Florida, is also beginning to show the signs of a creaming problem.2
Looking at the whole-school-or-nothing choice alternatives, then, there seems to be no reason to think that there will be any more success this time around in dealing with students who are at risk than there was in the 80s. Creaming will leave the low performers where they were. Students will go right on being retained, and the same problems with retention and test scores should apply. Thus there is every reason to think that the problems identified in the 1980s reform will reassert themselves none have been resolved.
Expanding the Choices
Two major procedures coexist in the Florida school districts at the present time. One; the FCAT testing apparatus, is now in place, and it will be used to sort students (as for example to determine who is retained) no matter what. The second is a widespread policy of separate levels for the basic language arts and mathematics classes based on performance measures beginning in the middle level. Students are promoted into differentiated courses at the next grade that are geared to their level of proficiency. The general term for such practices is tracking, and despite efforts to discourage it, the practice is widespread (Oakes, 1985; Burnett, 1995; Linn, 2000) . One source notes that "Tracking . . . remains typical in American secondary schools despite opposition . . . . [and] tracking in various forms has been and remains an important feature of public elementary and secondary education in the United States" (Heubert & Hauser, 1999, pp. 91, 93) .
Such a policy is presently in force at Miami-Dade middle schools, where language arts and mathematics courses are divided into three levels by difficulty: Basic, Regular, and Advanced. The decision concerning which level is appropriate is based on the previous year's grades and test scores, and there are good indications that students are in general appropriately placed with respect to the test scores criterion.3 There is, however, no choice on the part of students concerning the level at which they are placed.
Thus, while choice of school is presently being broadened, there are few choices available to parents and students with regard to course level. The scope of choice could be increased by shifting the locus of testing, and making entry into the different levels of basic courses contingent upon a voluntary "testing in" at the beginning of the year. Instead of trying to sort students on the basis of last year's grades and test scores (those assessments could still be used to inform students of where they stand), one might make entry contingent on the test scores as an entrance criterion, with decisions concerning testing and preparations left up to the student and family. Summer school and/or tutoring options (public and private) should then be available for all who wish to supplement the previous year's performance with additional preparations (privately produced study aids for the FCAT are already on the market). Only those who decline to be tested would then be placed on the basis of teacher judgment or some similar mechanism.
Addressing the identified problems. These options would address the problems identified in this analysis in the following ways. First, the principal would be relieved of the problem of having to search for creative ways to keep the scores up; the problem of who is tested is taken out of the principal's hands and given to parents. Voluntary testing for placement (individual family responsibility for the test results) would encourage hard work, and the incentives to play games with the numbers tested should be discouraged and minimized by it. The approach would relieve some of the pressure on teachers also, since they no longer must make decisions about promotion. This should simultaneously relieve the pressures for grades, since they are no longer connected to promotion outcomes, while allaying the fear of appearing incompetent in the assignment of disproportionate numbers of low grades, if such are warranted.
Finally, the approach might help less active parents to play a greater role. The earlier observations about the ways in which poor parents try to assist their children suggest that some of the more common efforts to mobilize them may misfire. Educating parents will not alone mobilize them. People are most easily mobilized when faced with a clear and immediate problem for which they perceive a clear solution calling for a clear response.4 For many poor parents, the expulsion or retention of their child is a clear and immediate problem requiring a clear response -opposition. Linking the test scores to course levels and making the procedures for successful test-taking easily accessible should have a similar effect.
Other concerns. But, assuming that this strategy will adequately address the problems identified by this analysis, what concerns does it raise? Perhaps the most obvious is that it is a form of ability grouping, or tracking. On the one hand, many practicing educators have argued in defense of applying sound but different standards in the form of ability grouping (see Educational Research Service, 1998). Linn (2000) has pointed out that "it is quite possible to have high standards without the standards being common for all students" (p. 10).
of high stakes can itself be interpreted as a form of de facto tracking. Retention, as the primary methodology of such reforms, can be seen as a kind of "ability grouping device" in which lowperforming students are forced into an overage-in-grade group sharing failure as a common experience around which to form a peer identity. A large body of research on the effects of retention on student achievement has accumulated over the past 20 or 30 years, and the overwhelming conclusion of that work is that there has been no positive effect. As one report put it: "no other topic of educational research has generated a conclusion so unanimous as that generated by this burgeoning body of evidence [on retention]" (Texas Education Agency, 1993, p.
29).
The concern that some students might be denied equal quality of education is in fact a restatement of the creaming problem, and this risk is shared with the popular alternatives now in favor vouchers, charters, and magnets. Putting testing for placement in the hands of parents addresses that concern by leaving mobility between tracks open, with students informed about what options are available to them for seeking to improve their position. With voluntary testing for placement, ability grouping may be less objectionable when compared to probable consequences of the alternatives: branding schools as failures, closing schools, and whole-school-or-nothing choices.
A Broader Perspective
In Florida and nationally, there have now been two high stakes reforms with elevated retention rates in the past 20 years or so, interspersed with an anti-retention counter-reform. A number of researchers have noted that retention and social promotion tend to alternate (e.g., Karweit, 1992) , but this cycle of retention/social promotion as a long-term pattern of educational reform has been largely ignored by analysts. It seems likely that the cyclical pattern is related to the pressures being constantly brought to bear on educational systems. Linn (2000) has described what may be one of the mechanisms of the reform cycle. Noting that when a new test is introduced, low initial scores are followed by increases for a few years before a leveling off sets in, Linn makes the following observation:
Policymakers can reasonably expect increases in [test] Although Linn did not pursue the scenario to its logical conclusion, it follows that if the gains do not reflect genuine achievement the pressures invariably reappear for more change later on, furnishing a salient anti-testing issue for later elections. Thus, in a sense, high stakes is built into the cycle.
The four problems with standards reform identified in this analysis result from high stakes pressures. It is due to those pressures that principals are tempted to conceal and distort information from the testing, that teachers are encouraged to counteract and/or ignore test information, and that parents and students are often motivated to oppose the consequences. Taken singly or together, these actions interfere with the normal feedback of accurate information about student performance to educational decision makers, and it has been argued that this impaired feedback loop is the fundamental cause of the cycling between retention and social promotion (Morris, 1994 (Morris, , 1996 . To the extent that relieving the pressures of high stakes reform will result in a more open reporting of actual outcomes, reform policies should become more amenable to successful planning and management. That is what the recommendations put forth here are intended to achieve.
Notes
Author's note: The work reported in this paper is not related to my duties for the Miami-Dade County Public Schools, and the district bears no responsibility for the contents.
'The pressures resulting from high-stakes testing are often accompanied by reports of unauthorized activities, in the Dade district as elsewhere. Most remain only rumors. Occasionally, however, there is documentation confirming that such activities have taken place. See for example Allington and McGill-Franzen (1992) , who have reported evidence of such activities in New York state. More generally, Raspberry (1999) writes that the problem is serious enough that a House subcommittee is looking into allegations concerning recent National Assessment of Educational Progress tests.
2Charters are recent enough that research on their performance is scarce, but there is already some evidence of creaming. As an example, one elementary charter in a minority neighborhood in Miami-Dade, which has shown early achievement results somewhat better than the neighborhood average, boasts the same ethnic makeup as comparable regular schools, but an FRL statistic that is 12 to 23 percentage points lower (Hanson, 2000) . 
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